The purpose of this short paper is to demonstrate that in the modern era Adam Smith scholars make a surprising variety of claims about the "main point" of the Wealth of Nations. I collect a range of statements asserting the main point and arrange them by categories. Most statements focus on economic topics (60%), though some entries clearly fall under politics (40%). Nearly half of the statements in the literature argue that Wealth of Nations's main purpose was to provide a theory of economic development. Other categories include the idea that self-interested individuals can support gains from cooperation; ideas about justice, morals, and liberty; and finally, contributions to economic theory.
Introduction
Adam Smith scholars demonstrate that the popular and academic understanding of Smith's work has changed dramatically over time (Liu, 2018 , Milgate and Stimson 2009 , Tribe 1995 . A great many different groups have taken Adam Smith as their own, often creating a caricature of a complex man 1 Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution, and Ward C. Krebs Family Professor, Department of Political Science, Stanford University. The author gratefully acknowledges Glory Liu for helpful comments.
whose thoughts, theories, and histories covered much of what we today call the social sciences and parts of the humanities. Indeed, Smith has been known as a free-trader, a laissez-faire advocate of small government, and a moral philosopher, and an egalitarian.
The purpose of this note is to complement that literature by demonstrating that, in the modern era at least, Smith scholars make a surprising variety of claims about the "main point" of the Wealth of Nations. I collect a range of statements asserting the main point and then I arrange them by categories. Most focus on economic topics (60%), though many entries clearly fall under politics (40%).
Dugald Stewart, Smith's first biographer and both a student and friend of Smith's provides the following insight in Smith's main point of the Wealth of Nations: "In his Wealth of Nations, various disquisitions are introduced which have a like object in view, particularly the theoretical delineation he has given of the natural progress of opulence in a country; and his investigation of the causes which have inverted this order in the different countries of modern Europe. His lectures on jurisprudence seem, from the account of them formerly given, to have abounded in such inquiries" (Stewart 1793: II.52:295) . In this vein, nearly half of the statements in the literature argue that WN's main purpose was to provide a theory of economic development. Other categories include the idea that selfinterested individuals can support gains from cooperation; ideas about justice, morals, and liberty; and finally, contributions to economic theory. That scholars offer so many different points as the "main point" reflects in part the incredible richness of Wealth of Nations, that in nearly 1000 pages it accomplishes many different ends, including:
 A new system of economic theory, focusing on what we now call price theory and the theory of value; the division of labor; money; international trade; income distribution; regulation of the economy; capital; the political economics of development; taxation; and the many policy consequences that follow from these theories.
 Liberty and justice are necessary foundations for an economy. Without secure property rights, contract enforcement, and protection from government predation, markets cannot thrive and produce wealth.
 WN also contains a range historical analyses explaining the logic, survival and breakdown of earlier system (using equilibrium/ comparative static logic), such as o Feudalism and its breakdown with the rise of liberty and other infrastructure necessary to support markets in commercial societies;
o The long-term accommodation between secular lords and the Church during the Middle Ages and its breakdown in the Reformation.
 The idea that self-interest leads to social cooperation.
 His widely celebrated observations of unintended consequences.
 Various normative points in moral and political philosophy, including ideas of justice, morals, and liberty.
Part of the differences among scholars as to the main point therefore reflects different emphasis on the diverse topics of Smith's book. Alternatively, part of the differences in emphasis may reflect confusion. In the introduction to the Wealth of Nations, however, Smith states his
To explain in what has consisted the revenue of the great body of the people, or what has been the nature of those funds which, in different ages and nations, have supplied their annual consumption, is the object of these Four first Books. The Fifth and last Book treats of the revenue of the sovereign, or commonwealth. [WN i.9, [11] [12] Third, in a well-known 1780 letter to Andreas Holt, Smith famously described the Wealth of Nations as a "very violent attack I had made upon the whole commercial system of Great Britain." 3 Characteristically, Smith's own words point in multiple directions, including economic growth, economic theory, and economic reform. An appeal to authority fails to yield a definitive statement of purpose.
I do not want to read too much meaning into these the various statements in the literature. Some may well be rhetorical devices intended to emphasize a particular point. Nonetheless, the diversity of points is striking, indicating not only the work's richness, but the many different topics to which it made substantive 2 Viner (1927) was among the first to observe that Smith stated different interpretations of the same phenomenon in different parts of his corpus. In Weingast (2018b) 
The Classification System
I begin with a word about methodology. I have collected these statements while reading widely in the Adam Smith literature. I have not attempted to collect a random sample. The sample includes 100s of works discussing the Wealth of Nations (most fail to state a particular main point), including the works that are among the most widely cited today.
As to identifying the statements, I have included a quote in the sample whenever a scholar mentions the "main point," "leading theme," Smith's "intent in" (Heilbroner 1953 and Hollander (1979) .
All of these comments reflect the complexity of Smith's thought. The
Wealth of Nations can be thought of as an early version of a modern day "principles of economics" text only by ignoring all the material that does not comfortably fit under this label; although such a version can be constructed by beginning with Books I and II in combination with an active effort to pick through Smith's points in Books III-V that fall under the domain of modern economics 4 The classification system: (i) includes Stewart (1793) , mentioned above and therefore not included in the list in section 3; and (ii) C. Smith (2017:44) argues that "When Adam Smith published the Wealth of Nations in 1776 it seems that he had two distinct, but related, objects in mind," and I have counted these as separate "main points." while ignoring all the material that fails to come under this rubric. And while Adam Smith can be considered as the father of economics, he cannot be narrowly pigeon-holed as simply an economist. As Parker suggests, "The Wealth of Nations is so obviously the first ever book of economics that it is natural to go through trying to pick 'the economics' out of it and forget the rest" (Parker 1995:122) .
5 Nonetheless, Herzog's (2013:9) observation is apposite. She says, "Smith has traditionally been seen as an economist, and the Wealth of Nations has often been read with the aim of finding the seeds of later economic theories."
Only in recent years has Smith been read more richly. In my larger project on
Reconstructing Adam Smith's Politics (summarized in Weingast (2018a) , I make the case that Smith should also be considered the fathers of political science.
The Sample: Statements by Category
In this section, I list the various statements in the literature by category.
Within each category, statements are ordered by date.
Economic Development (1) Stewart, "The Life and Writings of Adam Smith" (1793)
According to Stewart, the Wealth of Nations provides:
the theoretical delineation he has given of the natural progress of opulence in a country; and his investigation of the causes which have inverted this order in the different countries of modern Europe. "The main purpose of the Wealth of Nations was evidently not to provide an analytical framework for its own sake. The object of the work was ultimately to define the necessary conditions for rapid economic development in contemporary circumstances and Smith's treatment of the price mechanism must accordingly, in the final resort, be considered with this end in view." [307] Hollander continues:
external situation, for a gradual and progressive augmentation in the means of national wealth; and to demonstrate, that the most effectual plan for advancing a people to greatness, is to maintain that order of things which nature has pointed out; by allowing every man, as long as he observes the rules of justice, to pursue his own interest in his own way, and to bring both his industry and his capital into the freest competition with those of his fellow-citizens.
Smith's fundamental concern in the Wealth of Nations was with economic development defined in terms of (real) national income per head. His objective was to demonstrate that reliance upon the free operation of the competitive mechanism of resource allocation would assure the maximization at any time of the national income generated by the community's given resources. [307-08] According to Letwin: Within the Wealth of Nations at least, Smith advocated only economic liberty among the whole range of individual liberties, and advocated it only as the most efficient means to achieve economic growth. That Smith should have posited "politics" as a final end of human activity was entirely in keeping with the rhetorical purpose of the Wealth of Nations. The book explains first, how and why some nations have become wealthy, and second, what governments have done and should do to foster enrichment. The first subject, which occupies Books I and II, is subservient to the second subject, which occupies Books III and IV. The latter pair aim to demonstrate that "natural liberty" is the | best way to achieve a purpose, which he assigns to the statesman considered as a practitioner of "political economy," namely, "to provide a plentiful revenue or subsistence for the people, or more properly to enable them to provide such a revenue or subsistence for themselves …" (1976a:IV.Intro.1:428] In other words, the essential objective of the Wealth of Nations was to establish a normative precept. [66] [67] Though often criticized for its rambling structure, historical digressions, and over-abundance of 'curious facts', the work has a single unifying theme which takes on further ramifications as it is unfolded. As the full title makes clear, it is an enquiry into the nature of wealth, how its benefits should be measured or judged. This is combined with a causal account of the growth of opulence designed to show why the process had been retarded during the feudal period of European history, why some nations were stationary or in decline, and why those that have made a start have frequently failed to reap the full advantages. The theme is launched by posing a simple though artificially heightened enigma that survives from the earliest drafts. While there is no difficulty in explaining how the rich and powerful come to enjoy the fruits of others' labour, how is it that in civilized societies even the poorest members enjoy more of the necessaries and conveniences of life than an African king? Smith had two superficial pieces of conventional wisdom in his sights: the belief that the luxuries of the few were conditional upon the poverty of the mass; and the impossibility of combining high wages with better and cheaper goods for consumers. The sun rising in the east and down in the West was the ordinary course of things. The sun rising in the West would have created a retrograde movement, and this, to say the least, called for a special explanation. Well, the economic sun of Europe did rise in the West, Smith claimed, and a very special explanation was indeed badly needed. This is what the Wealth of Nations was designed to deliver. In this respect, Smith was not a natural jurist and hence not an economist.
[107]
Rousseau's famous "fatal accident," the discovery of metallurgy. A new species of property, yes. But the key is that metallurgy "gave rise to industry, a species of economic endeavor divorced from the land. A metallurgist did not produce food but exchanged products for it. This was a huge leap forward in the division of labor." [99] Terms of trade favored the artisans over those producing food. "This gave rise to a world where industry and cities ... increasingly dominated agriculture and the rural population." [99] R argued that this would cause a huge demographic crisis." "A" if not "the" major problem of the era.
[99] Smith concerned too, and the "simplest definition of the content of the Wealth of Nations is that it gave a counterintuitive answer to this issue." Hence, Smith on the "retrograde" development of Western Europe. [99] mith's purpose was that of demonstrating how the removal of restrictions on free market forces, how the operation of his "system of natural liberty," would greatly increase the total product of the economy and, more importantly, how this would generate rapid economic growth, thereby improving the lot of the laboring classes. What is often missing from his standard interpretation is Smith's corollary argument, sometimes implicit, to the effect that this system of natural liberty would also promote his ideal of justice. Failure to allow individuals to employ "their stock and industry in the way that they judge most advantageous to themselves, is a manifest violation of the most sacred rights of mankind." [6-7, emphasis by Buchanan, quoting [WN IV.vii.b.44:582] (3) Hollander, "Historical Dimension of Wealth of Nations" (1979) "Smith's main objective in the Wealth of Nations was the formulation of a reform program on the basis of an analytical model of the operation of a capitalist exchange economy. More specifically, he wished to demonstrate the adverse effects upon development of distortions in resource allocation due to a variety of contemporary policies and institutions that remained in force without the justification they might once have had. At the same time, he also isolated contemporary institutions that had a favorable effect on growth. The understanding of origins of such institutions could only be appreciated in terms of a historical account; here we discern a fundamental function of the historical dimension of the Wealth of Nations… Both the theme and the principles involved in its interpretationnamely, a materialistic conception of commerce during the course of 'normal' development -were characteristic of the Scottish historical literature." [71] [72] "Smith's primary concern was, we believe, the economic development of contemporary Britain." [78] Smith's "model was not devised for its own sake (although doubtless it satisfied an aesthetic taste, the esprit de rationalité of which so much is made in the "Essay on Astronomy"). The model was used to interpret the observed differentials between the growth rates and patterns of resource allocation of the North American colonies and those of various European countries... The main function of the entire construct, however, was to provide an ideal pattern against which actual European and British progress could be measured and thus to discern the steps required to correct divergencies from the norm." [78] [79] 
Economic Reform

(4) O'Brien, The Classical Economists. (1978).
O'Brien: "emphasizes ... that we must remember that the Wealth of Nations was primarily a vigorous critique of mercantilism which Smith saw as the regulation of economic activity by the State in the interest of the merchant classes." This accounts for the negative character of much of the Classical writing on government activity. Such intervention was not only evil, it was crude and clumsy as well, and it is the Classical economists' attack upon mercantilism which have helped to create the impression of their being totally opposed to state activity, which they were not.
[166]:
And it is the classical economists' attack on mercantilism which have helped to create the impression of their being totally opposed to state activity, which they were not. What they were mainly criticizing was the use of government power in the interests of a small minority to create for themselves privileged conditions" [166, quoting O'Brien (1978:239-40) ]. When Adam Smith published the Wealth of Nations in 1776 it seems that he had two distinct, but related, objects in mind. The first of these was to provide a systematic survey of the political economy of commercial societies that would place the study of the economy on a secure and scientific basis. The second purpose was to use this systematic enquiry and its conclusions to contribute to the debates about British economic policy. Smith famously described this as "a very violent attack…upon the whole commercial system of Great Britain" (Smith, 1987, p. 251ea ). When Adam Smith published the Wealth of Nations in 1776 it seems that he had two distinct, but related, objects in mind. The first of these was to provide a systematic survey of the political economy of commercial societies that would place the study of the economy on a secure and scientific basis. The second purpose was to use this systematic enquiry and its conclusions to contribute to the debates about British economic policy. Smith famously described this as "a very violent attack…upon the whole commercial system of Great Britain" (Smith, 1987, p. 251) . The ... assumption offered here is that, rather than defending any particular social or political system, Smith's overarching purpose was to show that society is held together not by any moral code, not by any political scheme, but by the very defects that prevent us from behaving in a morally correct and politically competent manner. More specifically, by identifying the natural pursuit of self-interest as both the ruling principle of individual conduct and the foundation of social development, Smith was 7 Muller further says, "Error! Main Document Only.The Wealth of Nations, which focuses on the analysis of market processes motivated by self-interest, was written by a Scottish professor of moral philosophy to arouse politicians to pursue the common good. It celebrates the virtues of the "commercial society" while vilifying the merchant -who gave his name to "the mercantile system" which Smith endeavors to demolish." [7] trying to show that judgments about what is morally acceptable or what is politically desirable are irrelevant to the natural course of progress and the inevitable spread of prosperity.
Economic Theory
Self-Interest Leads to Social Cooperation; and the Invisible Hand
Smith was, in other words, not attempting to resolve any moral or political dilemma. On the contrary, his plainly painful thesis was that moral corruption and political incompetence are unavoidable aspects of social development. The Theory of Moral Sentiments and the Wealth of Nations can consequently be accurately described ... as answers to critique of commerce contained in classical republican philosophy, but rather than furnishing philosophical weapons against moral decay and political incapacity, both works offer full and complete surrender... Smith's response to the classical republican attack on commerce as a threat to political virtue was not to find some strategy to rescue politics from corruption, but to advise all combatants to withdraw from the field. The whole burden of the analysis of the Wealth of Nations was intended to demonstrate that by stimulating agricultural production in a system of competitive markets, the adequate subsistence of the laboring poor would cease to be a matter either of benevolence or of the drastic justice of grave necessity. Neither the generosity of individuals nor the interventions of the magistrate would be required. [24ea] Yet in none of this economic pamphleteering was the paradox posed as a problem of justice -of reconciling property claims against need claims. It was primarily as a problem in justice that the paradox came to occupy such a central place in Smith's thought as the Wealth of Nations took shape during his period as a professor of jurisprudence during the 1750s and early 1760s. Thus, it is essentially in the natural jurisprudence tradition, rather than in the 'economic' pamphleteers usually described as Smith's predecessors, that Smith thus clearly saw that the system of the économistes took the shape of an agriculturalist political economy in order to answer the problems presented by the cutthroat international competition inaugurated in Europe by the rise of mercantilism… The Wealth of Nations was written to give a different solution to the same problem of international competitiveness. 
Works with Imputed Main Points
In this section, I discuss another portion of the sample, works in which we may impute a possible main point, but not with certainty.
(1) Herzog, Inventing the Market (2013)
The Wealth of Nations "is substantially more than an economics textbook. It is also a political programme: how to best govern a society in which some mechanisms are provided by nature, but in which institutions and regulations must be added by human action." [39] (2) Cropsey, Polity and Economy (1957)
Since history is not the rational expression of nature but in principle may conflict with nature, there arises the need for a statement of the strictly natural, which of course is the substance of the Wealth of Nations, a book that delivers the truth about nature. 9 [73] From these considerations of the role of natural law and natural characteristics in the Lectures, one can infer that the natural order is the competitive market.
[23]
Additionally, with his emphasis on spontaneous coordination, Smith pointed to the possibility of a social order in which people could live in harmony with only minimal coercive apparatus and limited political power. Notwithstanding its conflicts, capitalism produces stability and enjoys the advantage of a mechanism, the market, which maintains equilibria by continually adjusting competing interests, thus limiting the necessity of the state. Over time, these powerful theoretical propositions combined to produce a legitimating cornerstone for the robust defense of market capitalism, a particular ensemble of political institutions, and a specific line of justification for liberal ideas and values.
[21]
Conclusions
This short paper collects a sample of statements by Smith scholars as to their reports of the main point of his magnum opus, the Wealth of Nations. As I showed above, Smith himself was not of one mind as to the main object of this complex work, emphasizing different aspects of his work as the main point in different contexts. The literature proves no different. The stated objectives range from economic development (nearly half) to economic reform, various normative issues, and social cooperation based on self-interest. I myself would classify the main point as a theory of development, both economic and political. In this sense, I think the title accurately names Smith's purpose.
An obvious interpretation of these results is that no single, over-arching theme can be said to be the purpose or main point of the Wealth of Nations. This work made so many fundamental or foundational contributions to economics, government, history, law, politics, ethics, and normative political theory that it is hard to say one dominates.
Another observation involves moral and political philosophy. Although much of the Smith literature in the last quarter century has emphasized normative topics such as Smith's moral philosophy and egalitarianism, very few participants in the literature list these topics as the basic point of the Wealth of Nations. Of course, the goal of many of these works is to demonstrate that
Wealth of Nations contains serious contributions to moral philosophy, not to demonstrate that this topic dominates that work.
I close with an observation by Tribe (1995) that Smith scholars have a tendency to pick and choose among Smith's many discussions in WN to produce a set of ideas totally focused on economics. According to Tribe:
Ultimately, the Wealth of Nations was reduced to a set of principles culled from its first two books -on the division of labor, money, prices, and currency, wages, profits and rent, and the accumulation of capital; with perhaps some recognition of the critique of the mercantile school and the physiocrats to be found in Book IV, and of the discussion of taxation in Book V.
[28]
As a complex work, the Wealth of Nations affords readers the opportunity to pick and choose among the great number of points made by Smith.
